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unsatisfying. Folowing thedramaticeventssurrounding Neiland
Keating,theKnox/Chrisstorylinejustdisappears.Ontheotherhand,it
strikesmeasausefulsub-plot,sinceitilustratesapatternofaction
Schulmanfeltwasnecessary.From Keating・steachingsandfrom their
secretsociety,theboysdrawstrengthtorealizethegoalsoftheirpassion.
IdonotassignanygreatsignificanceotherthanthattotheKnox/Chris
sub-plot,butneitherdoIfinditaplotflaw.Inreallifefriendsandfamily
enterourlivesatvariouspointsaswelasrecede.ForSchulman,the
Knox/Chrisstoryhadserveditspurposewhichiswhyitisdissolved.
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Iwasnottroubledbytheinconclusivenessofthisparticularplotthread.
AnotherlesserbutimportantcharacterisCharlieDalton,later・Nu-
wanda・.Charlieisclearlytheresultofwealthyparentswithenough
moneytocedetheresponsibilityofraisingtheirwaywardsontoWelton
Academy.Heismostlikelydisilusionedbyhisparents・rejection.He
givestheimpressionofbeingprivate-schoolsavvyandfulyawareofal
thehypocrisyimplicitintheuppercrustprivateschoolsystem.Assuch,
hewholeheartedly,evenifmisguidedly,embracesthemissionofThe
DeadPoetsSociety,whichheinterpretstobeplayingpranksonthe
schooladministration.Hesecretlyinsertsaneditorialintheschoolnews-
paperrecommendingthatgirlsbealowedtoenrol.Unfortunatelyhe
signsit・DeadPoetsSociety・whichsetsoffthefirstoftwowitchhuntsfor
members.Nolan,quiteincharacter,completelyoverreactsandcalsa
schoolassemblytocommencethesweepformembers.Theassemblyis
abruptlyhaltedwhen,improbably,aphoneringsclosetoCharlie.The
assemblyfalscompletelysilentasCharlieanswers.Hethenannouncesto
Mr.Nolanthatthecalisforhim andthecalerisGod.Thus,Charlie
intentionalycookshisowngoose.
Achildishprank,yes,butCharlieisgivenquiteaspankingbyNolan
withascary-lookingdeviceresemblingacanoepaddleandofsimilarsize.
Despitethepunishment,Charlietakescompleteresponsibilityforboth
pranks,anddoesnotgiveupthenamesoftheDeadPoetSocietymem-
bers.Heexhibitsthiskindoffibertotheend.WhenNolanconvenesa
kangaroocourttopinNeil・sdeathonKeating,Charlieistheonlystudent
tokeepsecretthemembers・names.Heisexpeledforhiseffort.Itisa
Pyrrhicvictory,sincealtheotherstudentssuccumbtotheintensepres-
sureto・hang・Keating.But,itisavictorynevertheless.Mystudents
certainlyexpressedthatopinionalso.
BasedontheusualHolywoodpractices,itwouldbenaturaltoas-
sumethatthismovieisaboutJohnKeating（whichiswhatDisney
wanted）.ThiswouldbeafairpreconceptionconsideringthatKeating
wasplayedbythealreadywel-establishedRobinWiliams（TheWorld
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AccordingtoGarp1982,GoodMorningVietnam1987）.RobinWiliamswas
certainlytalentedenoughtoplayamuchlargerroleorevenmakemore
oftheKeatingrolethanhedid.SeanLeonard（Neil）,19atthetimeof
shooting,andEthanHawke（Todd）18,werejusttooyoungtohaveany
significantcreditsorexperienceandwereevenconsideredliabilitiesto
themovie・ssuccessbyDisneymuckety-mucks.Itisofgreatcreditthat
Wiliamschosenottostealtheshow,orthatPeterWeirchosenottolet
him.
Asitturnedout,whileIfeelthattheKeatingcharacterworksasa
tragicfigureinmanyways,hischaracterislesswelfleshedoutthanthe
otherleadingcharacterswhoarealstudents.Weknowthathegradu-
atedfromWeltonwithhonorsalthoughitseems,touseCharlie・sword,he
himselfwasa・helraiser・.HetaughtforseveralyearsinEnglandatan-
otherprestigiouspreparatoryacademy.Weknow thatheleftalover
behindonreturningtotheUnitedStates.Beyondthat,weknowlittle
exceptthroughhisunusualteachingstyleandtheactionshetakesinthe
movie.
Intermsofmotivation,itisdifficulttotelifheisawareofhow
gravelyheischalengingthereceivedwisdomofWelton.Heseemsgenu-
inelysurprisedwhenNolanconfrontshim abouthisunusualteaching
styleafterCharlie・stelephonestunt.Evenifheisaware,itisnotclear
why.Mostimportantly,wedon・tknowwhyhereturnedtoWeltoninthe
firstplace.Iconsiderthesepointstobeminormistakesofcharacterde-
velopmentaswelasplotdevelopment.Itcouldperhapsbeexplained,as
opposedtoexcused,bythefactthattheoriginalideaforKeatingwas
somewhatdifferent.Keatingwassupposedtodieofleukemiaattheend
themovieaccordingtotheDisneyplan.Thiswouldhavenotonlyput
Keatingatthecenteroftheplot,butalsoprovidedmoremotivationfor
Keatingtodowhathedoes.However,Weirwantedthemovietofocuson
thestudents.WhiletheKeatingcharacterisnotcomplete,themovie
wouldseemtobebetterfortheleukemiadeletion.
Inanycase,probablylongbeforetheendofthemovie,andcertainly
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byaftertheplay,theaudiencecanguessthatKeatingisgoingtotakethe
falforwhateverhappens.Heisunabletoseethatheisthewrongteacher
atthewrongtimeandplaceandthat,Ibelieve,countsasakindoftragic
hubris.AfterNeil・ssuicide,Nolan,attherequestofMr.Perry,declareshe
wilmakeafulinvestigationintoNeil・sdeath.However,thesecret
agendaistomakeKeatingthescapegoatandabsolvetheschoolofany
responsibility.TheDeadPoetsSocietyisalsoconsideredtobeacontrib-
utingfactor.Cameron,abidingbytheschool・shonorcode,wilinglydis-
closestheirnames.TheneachmemberoftheDeadPoetsisforcedintoan
intimidatingmeeting,parentspresent,inwhichtheyareasked,some
mightsaycompeled,tosignastatementincriminatingKeating.
Somecriticsdescribethismovieas・aninspirationalteachermovie.・
IndeedmanyofmystudentssaidtheywouldliketohaveKeatingasa
teacher.YetIcontendthatthisisnotthemain・raisond・etre・forthisfilm.
Othermovies,suchasStandandDeliver（1988）andFreedom Writers
（2007）aresimplestoriesofexcelentteachersworkingunderdifficult
situations.Keatingmayhavebeenaninspirationalteacher.However,in
thismovie・splot,weknow nothingofhismotivationandthepositive
resultsofhisteachingaren・tcompletelyclear.Wedoknow whathis
teachingsleadtointhismovie:anearlyinevitableconfrontationwiththe
schoolresultinginhistermination;indirectlythedeathofoneitsstu-
dents;and,ofcourse,theexpulsionofCharliecouldbeattributedinpart
toKeatingaswel.
Neilismuchmoreacentralcharacterofthefilm.Thwartedinhis
planstocontinueasnewspaperassistanteditor,hedecidestoauditionfor
alocalrenditionofAMidsummerNight・sDreaminthenearbytown.Next
plotinflection.Ifhegetsthepart,accordingtoschoolrules,hewilneed
toseekhisfather・spermissiontojointhecast.Heisoverjoyedtofindhe
hasbeenawardedthepartofPuck.However,Neiloptstoforgetheneces-
saryletterratherthandiscussitwithhisfather.Likealstudentsofthat
age,Neilisnotquiteassneakyasheneedstobe.Mr.Perrysoonfindsout
from themotherofanotherstudentintheplaythatNeilisindeeda
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memberofthecast.AnastyaltercationoccurswhenNeilreturnstohis
dormroomfromrehearsal,andhisangryfatheristhere.Predictably,Neil
isunabletomountanyeffectiveverbalopposition,andMr.Perryorders
Neiltowithdraw from theplay.Neilappearstoaccedetohisfather・s
wish,butlaterheconsultswithKeatingonhispredicament.Inthiscase
KeatinggivestherightadvicethatNeilmusttalktohisfather.Thenext
day,KeatingasksNeilifhetalkedtohisfather,andNeilsayshedid.In
fact,hedidnot.
TheaudiencemaynowbeawarethatNeil・sfateisdrawingquickly
nearer.Withouttalkingwithhisfather,andlyingeventoKeatingthathe
did,Neilappearsintheplay.Again,Neilisnotnearlysneakyenough.
ThesuspiciousMr.Perryappearsattheplay,and,evenafterNeil・sbril-
liantperformance,hisoppositiontoNeil・sactingisundiminished.He
unceremoniouslyhaulsNeiloutofthetheater.Later,atthePerryhome,
Mr.PerryhasalsopreemptivelyremovedNeilfromWeltonandenroled
himinamilitaryacademy.
IthinkwhatfolowsisSchulman・sstrokeofgenius.Neil,whohas
rebeledagainsthisfather,now findshimselfinwhatheconsidersan
intolerablesituation.Hehasreachedthebottom throughhisinaction,
andthebottom isfrom whencetragiccharactersemergetotakeaction.
Nowhehasonlyalimitednumberofresponses,andonlyoneinhismind.
We,includingsomejadedcriticsofthefilm,havetorememberwhatit
wasliketobe16or17andhowevenfairlyminorsetbacksseemedlikethe
endoftheworld.Neil・searlieractions,whichmerelyservedtocircum-
ventthetyrannyofbothhisfatherandhisschool,haveledtothecruelest
repressionimaginable.Ratherthanrealizinghisdream,orevenbeing
alowedtostayatWelton,henowfacesthemuchmoretightlycontroled
environmentofamilitaryacademy.Thiswouldbenominorsetbackfor
anyteenager,letaloneoneassensitiveasNeil.・Butfather,that・stenmore
years.That・salifetime,・hecries,hisvoicenearlybreaking（1：40：33）.
Inhismindsuicideseemsliketheonlyoptionandthatisthecoursehe
takes.
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KnowingthefateofNeil,asIdonow,itisalwayswithatwingeof
painthatIwatchmystudents・reactionstothesefinalscenes.Tothevery
lastminute,theyhopethatNeilwiltalkwithhisfatherandthatNeil・s
fatherwilsoftenhisposition.Weir・sfinalhighcameraangleonNeil
colapsedinanarmchairvividlyportraystheabsolutedefeatinalhis
body.Icanseethatthestudentsnowsuspectonlysecondsbeforethe
tragedythathopehasbeensnatchedaway.Yet,whenweknowtheend-
ing,welookbackandthink,・Howcouldithaveendedanydifferently?・
IwouldliketoreturntoAristotle・sconceptionoftragedy,andmore
specificalytoShakespeare.WatchingNeil・stormentisverymuchlike
watchingHamlet・s.Sonofanassassinatedfatherlivingwiththeassassin
－stepfather,HamletdoeswanttokilClaudiusandrevengehisfather・s
murder.Yetthereasonablelife-preservingcourseofactionwouldbeto
acceptthesituationasis.Equalyclearly,Neilwouldbebettertocon-
fronthisfatherandconquerMr.Perry・snarrowmindedandself-centered
obsessionwithNeilbeingadoctor.However,theconsequencesofthese
actionsareunacceptableaccordingtothecharacterofeachprotagonist.
BothHamletandNeilaresensitive,thoughtfulpeople,butalsoindecisive
andthusfindthemselvesatwarwiththemselvesandcircumstances.For
Neil,thepoliticcoursewouldbetoaccepthisfather・splan,whichis,after
al,notcompletelywithoutmerit.Thepassionatecourseistopursuehis
actingnomatterhowrecklessitmayseem tohisfather.Everyperson
whowatchesHamletmustcherishthehopethatHamletwilresolvethe
conflictbetweenreasonandpassion.WemayalsosaythisaboutNeil
whomwehopewilresolvethefrustratingconflictwithhisfather.After
Neil・sgreatperformanceasPuck,thestubbornresistanceofhisfatheris
stilnotovercome.Itisthenwemustknowthereisnogoodresolutionto
thisproblem.
Drama,especialytragedy,derivesfrom thefactthattheaudience
knowsmorethananyonecharacter,andwecanseethepossibleout-
comesofanyonecharacter・sactionwhereashe/shecannot.Whilethe
circumstancesmayseemtoindicateonecourseofactiontotheaudience,
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thecharactermustactnotonlyaccordingtothecircumstancessetoutby
theplaywright,butalsotohis/herownpersonalityalsoestablishedby
theplaywright.IfthereisonecommoncharacterflawinHamletandNeil,
itisindecisioncausedbyfearoftheconsequences,andthusfailuretoact
decisivelyuntilthebottomhasbeenreached.Thatisthetextbookdefini-
tionoftragichubris.
Interestingly,severalstudentscommentedthatNeiltriumphed.Cer-
tainly,Weir・simagerysupportsthisconclusion.Inthefinalscenesbefore
hisdeath,Neilstripsdown,donsPuck・smockcrown,andattheopen
windowbearshisbodytothefulelementsofaNortheastwinterstorm.
Seeminglyitishislasteffortto・suckthemarrowoutoflife・,asKeating
hastaughthim,beforetakinghisownlife.Again,Neil・sagonyissynony-
mouswithHamlet・s.Bothtriumph,butattheultimateprice.AtleastI
thinkitisatestamenttoSchulman・sgiftthatmultipleinterpretationscan
beattributedtothefateofNeil.Tomethatisatruemarkofcraftsman-
ship.
ToddAndersoniscertainlythemostenigmaticcharacterandargua-
blythecentralcharacterofthefilm.Heenterstheschoolwiththefine
reputationofhisbrothertoliveupto,ataskwhichheappearslittlepre-
paredtodo.Heisawkwardandtendstostutter.Hetriestowithdraw
from theactivitiesofotherstudents.Todd,atNeil・surging,agreesto
attendtheDeadPoetsSocietyfirstmeetingonlyafterhesayshewilonly
dosoprovidedhedoesnothavetosayanything.Todd・sparentsseemto
beoblivioustothespecificneedsofTodd.Theysendhimtheexactsame
birthdaygiftasthepreviousyear.Moreimportantly,theexpectationthat
hewilbethecookiecutterversionofhisbrotherseemslikelytorepress
Toddifunchecked.Itisonlythroughtheexceptionalfriendshipand
kindnessofNeilthatToddbeginstoemergefrom theshel.Keatingis
alsoofgreatimportance.HehelpsTodddiscoverhisrealtalent,poetry.
Towardstheendofthemovie,whentheyboysarepreparingtoattend
Neil・splay,Toddseemstohaveintegratedwelintotheschool.
ToddismostaffectedbythedeathofNeil.Moreover,whenhefinds
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outthatKeatingistheintendedscapegoatintheinvestigationofNeil・s
death,Toddisthemostoffendedbytheinjusticeofit.Hetrulyhas
grown.Nevertheless,Toddcavesintotheintensepressureoftheschool
andhisparentstoimplicateKeating.Yetunlikesomeoftheotherboys,
heiswrackedwithremorse.
IntheendNeilisdead,Keatingisout,andourstudentprotagonists
arebeatenbackintotheirmolds.DeadPoetsSocietyisnotwithouthope,
however,andPeterWeirhasonemoresurpriseforus.Inthefinalscenes,
NolantakesoverKeating・sclassandtriestoreturnittothedulnessso
standardatWelton.UnfortunatelyforNolan,replacingKeatingwilnot
bequitesoeasyashethinks.Forexamplethestudentshavenointroduc-
tionpagestotheirpoetrytextasthesehavebeenrippedout.Wealsofind
thatKeatingskippedaroundalot,sowheretostartbecomesanexasper-
atingproblemforthedoctrinaireNolan.Worse,Keatingarrivestopick
uphisthings,andNolangrudginglygrantsaccesstotheclassroom.
Keatingcolectsafewbooksandpapers.Suddenly,asKeatingisaboutto
leave,Todd,nolongerabletorestrainhimself,jumpstohisfeetandblurts
howtheywerealforcedtosigntheaffidavitaboutKeating・sconduct.
ToddistoldtositdownbyNolan,butnosoonerisheseatedthanhe
standsuponhisdeskandcalstoKeating・OhCaptain,myCaptain・.Not
albutmanyoftheboysgradualyjoinhim inamovingtributeto
Keating・steachingandideas.AmongtherubbleofWelton,Fortinbras
hasarrived.
Noanalysisofamoviewouldbecompletewithoutafinalwordabout
thecinematographyandsetting.Ofnotearethebirdscenes（9：4910：
06）inwhichweseebeautifulflocksofbirdsswirlingenmasse.Against
thefalcolorsofVermont,thisiscertainlyabreathtakingspectacle.How-
ever,theyseemtoberespondingtoWelton・ssonorousschoolbelinthe
background.Isthistheresultofarandom shotbyacameramanand
accidentaladditionofschoolbelsbyaFoleyartist?Ithinknot.The
schoolbelrepresentstheschoolandthebirdstheexpectedconformityof
thestudentsofWelton.Anotherseeminglyrandomsceneistherowing
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scene（44：46）.Yetisit?Someofourboys,CameronandKnox,areap-
parentlymembersoftheteam andMr.Nolaniseitherthecoxorcoach.
Rowingiscertainlyafeatureofmanyprestigiousschoolssupposedly
designedtobuildschoolandteamspirit.Also,itrequiresthatrowersdo
exactlythesamethingatthesametimeunderthedirectionofacox.
Again,theimageofconformityisreinforced.Theschoolitselfisanim-
posingfortress-likestructurecommunicatingalthepowerandprestige
possible.Thisisinstarkcontrasttowherethe・rebelion・beginsinthe
DeadPoetsSociety・sdankanddirtycave.
Awriterorpractitionerofthefineartswithenergyandgeniusmay
bewholyresponsibleforhis/herownworkanditssuccess.Thisisnot
trueoffilm whichisadistinctlycolaborativeeffort.Itisevenunlike
mountingaplaybecauseofthemanymoreoptionsoflocation,technical/
specialeffects,andactorstochoosefrom.Moreover,therearesomany
moresupportpeopleinvolved.Indeed,itispracticalyamiraclethatany
decentmoviegetsmadeatal.Itisararetreat,then,whentherightpeo-
plecometogetherwiththesamemotivationtomakesomethingrealy
fine.
Inspiteoftheseoddsagainstit,DeadPoetsSocietymeetsmanyofthe
criteriaofbeingamasterpiece.Ibelieveitdoestotoday・saudienceswhat
theGreektragediansandShakespearedidtoaudiencessomanyhundreds
andthousandsofyearsago.Theplotseemsjustrighttome.Thereis
interiorlogictoeveryscene.Atthelevelofcinematography,settings
matchandelaborateontheaction.Mostimportantly,Idonotseeevi-
denceofSchulmanorWeirtelinguswhattothinkorgivingaudiences
aneasilyaccessibleending.Theendingistragic,butalsohopefulasa
goodtragedyshouldbe.
Finaly,isitamasterpiece?ItisnotthebestmovieIhaveeverseen,
butverynearthetopofthelist.ItismostcertainlythebestmovieIhave
seenbasedonanoriginalscreenplay.Assuch,Ithinkitmeetstwoofthe
criteriaIlaidoutintheintroduction.First,itiswelmadeandsimply
worksoneverylevel.Thestoryandplotflow,andthecharactersarewel
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conceivedandwel-portrayed.Thecinematographyisappropriateand
engaging.Second,itreflectsonmanyimportantissuessuchaslove,sui-
cide,youth,parents,education,andevenhumanexistence.Whyarewe
here?Mostimportantly,itchalengesuswithadramaticquestionthat
datesbacktoantiquity,・Towhatdegreearewecreaturesofreasonorof
passion?・Thisthemewilneverdisappearasamainforceindrama,of
thatIamsure.
However,itisthethirdquestion,・Isitenduring?・thatislesscertain.
Itsurelyhasmanyofthefeaturesofothertragediesthathaveendured
fromgenerationtogeneration.Also,itspeakstopeople（mystudentsfor
example）widelyseparatedintime,culture,andplace.Ihavewitnessed
that20timesormore.However,ifIamasked,・Wilpeoplestilbewatch-
ingthismovie100or200yearsfromnow?・I・dhavetosayIrealydonot
know.Mychiefconcernwouldbethatitwiljustdisappearamongthe
everincreasingnumbersoflessworthy・blockbusters・.Also,inmyown
research,Ifailedtofindmuchscholarlyresearchonthisfilmoranyother.
Themovieworldsimplylacksanacademicpresencefarenoughremoved
fromthefilmcenterstomakeindependentandinformedjudgments.Al
Iamwilingtoventurenowis,regardlessofthelongoddsofanymovie
beingstilwatchedinthedistantfuture,Ibelievepeoplewilcontinueto
watchandenjoythisfilmforsometime.Isitamasterpiece?Icanonly
saythatperhaps,butperhapsitistooearlytotel.
（TESOL,イギリス・フランス文学／市ケ谷リベラルアーツセンター兼任講師）
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